
 

Overall, this past winter was much drier than normal.  With a moderate El 

Nino in place (tied for the 4
th
 strongest El Nino since 1950) much of the 

Northern Rockies was missed in terms of precipitation.  With the jet stream 

digging far south into California and the southwest U.S., the majority of the 

strong winter storms, which would usually produce abundant mountain 

snow, missed the region.  In fact, mountain snowpack ranged from only 50 

to 75% of normal, as of April 1st. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In fact, the weather pattern was so quiet that not a single winter weather 

headline (warning or advisory) was issued across western Montana and 

north central Idaho between January 23
rd

 and March 8
th
!  A very rare oc-

currence in this part of the country. Valley locations did not fare any better, 

averaging only about 65% of normal in terms of precipitation. 
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Lolo Pass: Feb 8th, 2008                              

120% of normal snowpack  

Lolo Pass: Feb 8th, 2010                              

53% of normal snowpack  

Continued on page 2 
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Storm Prediction Center:             
National Center for Environmental Prediction 

Winter Summary 2009-2010 continued….. 

Winter seemed to be off to a cold and snowy start in early October when an 

unusual arctic weather system pushed across the continental divide.  Moun-

tain snow and abnormally cold temperatures prevailed, with temperature 

drops of 20 to 30 degrees over a 2 day period.  Mother nature seemed to 

have other plans however, as El Nino caused a dray and slightly warm win-

ter!  

The Storm Prediction Center, formerly known as the Severe Weather 

Warning Center, was established in the early 1950s.  A devastating tor-

nado hit Tinker Air Force Base in Oklahoma in March of 1948; five days 

later, forecasters were able to predict another tornado event near the air 

base.  The accuracy of the prediction received considerable attention, so 

the Air Force established the National Center to watch for severe weather 

over the continental United States.  The Center has evolved considerably 

throughout the years, but the fundamental mission of the Storm Predic-

tion Center has remained the same.  Today, the Storm Prediction Center 

resides in Norman, Oklahoma and is part of the National Weather Ser-

vice.  It is a great source of information and guidance for a weather fore-

W e a t h e r  W a t c h  
Continued on page 3 
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Storm Prediction Center continued 
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caster, offering a cen-

tralized effort to predict 

and coordinate the po-

tential of severe storms 

or fire weather threats.  

  

The Storm Prediction 

Center operates simi-

larly to local weather of-

fices.  The Storm Pre-

diction Center is staffed 

twenty-four hours a day, 

seven days a week with 

three to five forecasters 

on a shift.  While the lo-

cal National Weather 

Service offices forecast 

for all weather in their 

forecast area, the Storm 

Prediction Centers 

monitors the potential 

for severe weather over 

the U.S.  In coordination 

with local weather of-

fices, the Storm Predic-

tion Center is responsi-

ble for issuing tornado 

and severe thunder-

storm watch boxes 

across the U.S.   Severe 

weather can span 

across multiple forecast 

areas, so a centralized 

unit is needed to ensure 

consistent distribution of 

information in the region 

affected.  The Storm 

Prediction Center also 

releases national severe 

weather and fire 

weather outlooks each 

day.  For more informa-

tion on the Storm Pre-

diction Center and the 

products they issue, 

please visit 

www.spc.noaa.gov.   

 

In following newsletters, 

we will be discussing 

other National Centers 

that keep a watchful eye 

on the safety of the 

United States . 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA) and the National Weather Service since these 

government agencies utilize the data on a daily basis 

and have an abundant source of volunteers who are 

interested in weather and willing to take daily obser-

vations. 

238 volunteers in Montana and 134 volunteers in 

Idaho have committed to enter precipitation data for 

CoCoRaHS.  Recently, local county Emergency manag-

ers have indicated a desire to see this program con-

tinue to expand, especially in their own counties, 

since the information is utilized for development and 

planning purposes as  well as research.  If you are 

interested to learn more, visit the CoCoRaHS website 

at www.cocorahs.org.  The site contains all the infor-

mation and training tools necessary for measuring 

and recording precipitation for CoCoRaHS.  If you 

have additional questions, please contact Trent Smith 

at trent.smith@noaa.gov.  Finally, to our current ob-

servers, thank you for your dedication to this wonder-

ful and useful program. 

The Community Collaborative Rain, Hail and 

Snow Network or CoCoRaHS continues to be an 

important program in the Northern Rockies.  

Montana became part of this program in Decem-

ber 2007, and Idaho was added in December 

2008.  CoCoRaHS was started in 1998 by Nolan 

Doeskan, Colorado State Climatologist, after the 

horrible flash flood event that hit Fort Collins, 

Colorado the previous year.  CoCoRaHS is de-

signed to create a high quality dense network of 

precipitation reports.  Volunteers are asked to 

take daily precipitation reports, but do not worry 

CoCoRaHS makes it simple.  

They even took into account 

volunteers taking vacations or 

who do not want to log in 

every day during dry periods.  

CoCoRaHS partnered with the 

CoCoRahS-Community Collaborative Rain, Hail, and Snow Network 

“The Storm 

Prediction 

Center 

operates 

similarly to 

local 

weather 

offices.“  

http://www.spc.noaa.gov
http://www.cocorahs.org
mailto:trent.smith@noaa.gov
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Spring and Summer Outlook 

The overall climate of winter 2009-10 was primarily influenced by an El Nino that set up in the 

equatorial Pacific Ocean.   The El Nino has continued into spring with water temperatures in 

the equatorial Pacific Ocean still above normal.  The Climate Prediction Center has been and 

continues to forecast a weakening of the El Nino to neutral conditions by July, 2010.  

Unlike the winter time, climate signals are weaker  with an El Nino event in the spring, summer 

and autumn.  May and June are climatologically the wettest two months of the year, primarily 

due to a weather pattern that is favorable for more widespread or “all day” type of rainfall 

events, or if cold enough, snowfalls.  Typically these types of patterns are possible through mid 

June.  Then a transition to more of a south-southwesterly flow begins. It is at this time, late 

June through mid July, that climatology shows the peak of thunderstorms occur.  

What has happened in the past during El Nino’s in spring in the Northern Rock-

ies?   

Past data for these events were looked at and it was found that: 

Precipitation has been variable in April and May (some wet, some dry) 

Temperatures have been warmer than normal every time there has been an El Nino in 

May. 

Precipitation during an El Nino in June has been 75% of normal to even 200% of normal.  

Precipitation has been variable in July and August during El Nino neutral conditions.  Wet-

ter than normal summers occurred in the 60s through mid 80s. And drier than normal sum-

mers occurred in the mid 80s through present day. 

W e a t h e r  W a t c h  

Continued on page 5 

 

Temperatures from the mid 90s through present day have been warmer than the 

30 year normal during El Nino neutral phases.    



May-June-July   

Temperature        

outlook 

So what is the forecast for spring and summer?? 

Variability occurs in spring but there is some confidence with the following: 

Normal to above normal precipitation is expected in June. 

Warmer temperatures than the 30 year normal expected in July. 

****The 6-14 day outlook from the Climate Prediction Center is a good way to look at the 

general trend , or potential weather outlook,  especially during the summer months.  The 

link for cpc is www.cpc.noaa.gov 

Spring and Summer Outlook continued 

May-June-July             

precipitation                  

outlook 

http://www.cpc.noaa.gov


P a g e  6  
 

Social Media 

The National Weather Service is 

working to keep up with the social media of 

the 21
st
 century.  The National Weather 

Service is developing means to communi-

cate through Facebook, Twitter and You-

tube to better reach and serve our spotters 

and the general public.   

Currently, the National Weather Ser-

vice has a Facebook page.  Hopefully, in 

the next year, 

individual 

weather offices will too.  Facebook is a 

wonderful way to communicate with others, 

especially over long distances. The NWS 

Facebook page allows visitors or friends to 

receive national and world information 

about weather, such as “Want to tour a 

NOAA hurricane hunter aircraft? Experts 

will visit five Gulf Coast cities on a hurri-

cane awareness tour.” or “NOAA's Op-

erational Significant Event Imagery 

(OSEI) Web site shows a satellite image 

(taken by EUMETSAT's Meteosat-9 satel-

lite) of the eruption of the Eyjafjallajokull 

Volcano in Iceland.”.  Once local weather 

offices are approved to create individual 

pages, more localized information will be 

presented.  Facebook will also provide 

weather spotters a medium for training and 

sending weather reports.  For now, check 

out the National Weather Service page if 

you have a Facebook account. 

 The NWS is also experimenting with 

Twitter.  The first of two programs allows 

the Missoula Weather Office to receive 

Twitter messages sent in a defined latitude/

longitude box if weather related terms are 

W e a t h e r  W a t c h  

used in the message.  The second pro-

gram allows you to report severe weather 

to our local office by downloading an ap-

plication onto your smart phone.  Both 

programs are still in their infancy but have 

been utilized in past events with interest-

ing results.  If you like to Tweet, the Mis-

soula office will receive your messages 

about weather.   

Finally, the Na-

tional Weather 

Service is researching the use of Youtube 

by individual offices.  Certain regulations 

must be in place before the NWS can util-

ize this form of social media.  If success-

fully used, Youtube can prove to be a 

beneficial method of sharing information 

between individual offices and our spot-

ters, such as local spotter training presen-

tation videos and visual weather discus-

sions.  Hopefully, we will be sharing infor-

mation on Youtube in the near future. 

 The National Weather Service 

hopes to continue to provide information 

to you, our spotters, in an accessible 

manner.  We will continue to use social 

media sites to enhance our efforts to 

communicate with you and the general 

public.  Currently, the best place to find 

information about the spotter program is 

at www.weather.gov/missoula/spotter.  At 

this site, you can find current training 

presentations, useful documents and the 

Weather blog.  We hope to continue to 

expand our methods of dispersing infor-

mation about our local weather office 

through several media outlets.   

Learn more at www.weather.gov/stormreports 

http://www.weather.gov/missoula/spotter


 Water Supply and Drought Outlook for Summer 2010 
The El Nino winter of 2009-2010 has left much 
of western Montana and north central Idaho high 
and dry.  Most winter snowstorms avoided the 
Pacific Northwest and dived into California and 
the southwest United States leaving the states of 
California, Arizona and New Mexico with abun-
dant moisture.  The lack of moisture in Idaho 
and Montana has left us with a meager snow-
pack.  Snowpack percent of average values on 
May 1

st
 range from 59 to 89 percent of average 

across western Montana and north central 
Idaho.  (see figure #1 below) 
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Some specific snowpack #’s as of May 6 can be 
seen in the table below: 

What does the lack of snow mean to us?   

Snowpack in the mountains is the life blood to 
rivers and creeks across the western United 
States.  Water is used for irrigation, power gen-
eration, domestic water supply and recreation.  
The majority of the water that creates creeks and 
rivers in the west is attributed to snowmelt.  With 
snowpack numbers being fairly low this year, a 
corresponding lack of water in creeks and rivers 
will be experienced in the summer of 2010.  The 
lack of water leads to concern for drought across 
the region.  The current United States drought 
monitor (see Figure #2) has placed much of 
Idaho and Montana in some form of drought.  Se-
vere drought has been designated for the area 
along the Bitterroot Mountain range that divides 
part of Idaho and Montana. 

Figure #1 

 

MONTANA       PERCENT OF AVERAGE 

Kootenai River Basin    80 

Flathead River Basin    89 

Upper Clark Fork River Basin   85 

Bitterroot River Basin    59 

Lower Clark Fork River Basin   68 

 

IDAHO 

Salmon River Basin    70 

Clearwater River Basin   66 

Figure #2 

For more information on drought 
in the U.S. see: 

http://www.drought.unl.edu/dm/ 

http://www.drought.unl.edu/dm/
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Name: Michelle Mead 

Position: Lead Forecaster 

Hometown:   Plymouth, MN (a NW suburb of 
Minneapolis) 

National Weather Service Background:   

Michelle graduated from St. Cloud State Uni-
versity in 1994 and began her National 
Weather Service career as an Intern at the 
Minneapolis, Minnesota office in October 
1994. After a year there, she moved to Al-
pena, Michigan in November 1995. She was involved in helping spin down the Al-
pena office as an Intern. After her work in Alpena was complete, Michelle moved to 
Rapid City, South Dakota and worked as an Intern there through October 1998. Mi-
chelle was promoted to a General Forecaster and moved to Pendleton, Oregon in 
October of 1998. In December of 2001, Michelle was promoted to a Lead Forecaster 
and moved to Missoula. 

 
Why did you want to become a meteorologist? As a child, thunderstorms used to 
SCARE ME TO DEATH! My dad got sick of me crawling into their bed during thun-
derstorms and took me to the National Weather Service so they could explain to me 
how thunderstorms formed. I instantly fell in love with the weather! I love my job as it 
never gets boring and there is always a new challenge to tackle every day! 
 
What are a few of your other responsibilities in the office? I am very active in 
outreach in the office and enjoy everything from talking with the smallest of audi-
ences to large groups. I do a lot of school presentations and love to see the looks on 
the kid’s faces when we do weather experiments, or watch extreme weather videos.  
I also enjoy talking to community service groups and educating them about the Na-
tional Weather Service and how we can help them at any time.  
 
What do you like to do for fun outside of work? I love spending time with my 
family, working out and being outdoors. 

 

Staff Spotlight 
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The National Weather Service in Missoula introduces 

a new way to receive weather information while trav-

eling through the Missoula International Airport.  An 

interactive kiosk has been created to allow access to 

the National Weather Service website, flight informa-

tion, flight tracking, driving directions, road conditions, 

weather trivia, and more!  The intent of this system is 

to educate airport visitors in current weather and road 

conditions, hopefully allowing for safer travel.  This 

interactive system consists of a touch screen monitor, 

allowing you to guide the browser with the touch of 

your finger, as well as a monitor overhead displaying 

current weather conditions for the airport.  The sys-

tem was funded jointly through the National Weather 

Service and the Missoula International Airport.  We 

invite you to stop by baggage claim during your next 

visit to check out this new educational and easy to 

use system! 
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Try to unscramble the words below.  Good Luck! 
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Don’t forget 

to check out 

our blog and 

other  

weather      

information 

at:  

      

www.weather.

gov/missoula 

 

Spotter Training Calendar— http://www.wrh.noaa.gov/mso/spotter/SpotterCalendar.htm 

http://www.weather.gov/missoula
http://www.weather.gov/missoula
http://www.wrh.noaa.gov/mso/spotter/SpotterCalendar.htm

